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Although previous studies have recognized the contingent nature of family firms’ aspirations, they have largely
neglected cross-cultural heterogeneity. Drawing on the behavioral theory and socio-emotional wealth perspec
tive (SEW), we reexamine the construct of family aspirations in a Chinese context. We argue that Chinese family
firms have culturally specific aspirations that can influence their strategic behaviors. Based on a three-phase
study employing both qualitative and quantitative methods, we develop and validate a measure of aspirations
of Chinese families-in-business. Six dimensions of Chinese family aspirations are explored: family harmony,
financial wealth, health and longevity, continuity of family line, family honor and guanxi, and great ambitions
for the younger generation. Our findings also identify a set of topics that can be pursued in future research using
our Chinese family aspirations scale.

1. Introduction
The main difference between family businesses and non-family
businesses lies in their aspirations (Chua, Chrisman, De Massis, &
Wang, 2018; Gomez-Mejia, Patel, & Zellweger, 2018; Williams, Pieper,
Kellermanns, & Astrachan, 2018; Zellweger, Kellermanns, Chrisman, &
Chua, 2012). Some theoretical paradigms, such as the behavioral theory
of the firm (Cyert & March, 1992; Greve & Teh, 2018) emphasize the
important role of organizational aspirations in explaining strategic be
haviors. For example, financial aspirations have significant effects on
many organizational behaviors and outcomes (Chen & Miller, 2007;
Greve, 2008; Greve & Teh, 2018). However, according to the family
business literature, family firms’ decisions can be motivated by
non-financial aspirations such as “socioemotional wealth” (SEW), rather
than financial aspirations (Gomez-Mejia, Haynes, Núñez-Nickel,
Jacobson, & Moyano-Fuentes, 2007). A distinctive feature of family
firms is that they assess strategic decisions in relation to both financial
and non-financial aspirations (Gomez-Mejia, Cruz, Berrone, & De Cas
tro, 2011); therefore, focusing on both types of aspirations is crucial for
understanding family firm behaviors.
Under the umbrella of SEW, family business scholars explore many
family-related aspirations, such as family influence, control, emotional

attachment, and transgenerational sustainability (Berrone, Cruz, &
Gomez-Mejia, 2012), but the impact of cultural values has been largely
ignored. The literature on cultural differences shows that U.S.-based
models and constructs cannot be directly applied to firms in Asia
given the different cultural values (e.g., Bruton, Ahlstrom, & Wan, 2003;
Farh, Hackett, & Liang, 2007). This is particularly salient in the Chinese
setting, as deep-rooted Confucian values and traditional Chinese cul
tural idiosyncrasies suggest that Chinese family firms may have cultur
ally specific family aspirations. However, there is limited knowledge of
these aspirations. This is an important research gap because family
businesses from different ethnic groups may have different aspirations
(e.g., Corbetta & Montemerlo, 1999; Dinh & Calabrò, 2019), and Chi
nese family aspirations cannot be examined using frameworks based on
their Western counterparts. Another research gap in the literature is the
lack of instruments for measuring family aspirations. Berrone et al.
(2012) developed a scale to measure the five dimensions of SEW, but the
scale is based on theoretical models of SEW. Other studies measuring
SEW (e.g., Leitterstorf & Rau, 2014) rely heavily on proxy variables (e.
g., family ownership). Currently, there are no valid instruments for
measuring family aspirations. Despite recent efforts to recognize the
important role of both financial and nonfinancial aspirations in family
business decision-making (e.g. Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018; Kotlar, Signori,
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De Massis, & Vismara, 2018), these insights have not been fully inte
grated into a consistent level of analysis, nor is there a unified research
subject (i.e. the family, the firm) in the literature. These are significant
research gaps on aspirations in the family business literature.
Motivated by current research trends and gaps in the existing family
business literature, this paper attempts to (1) develop and validate a
Chinese family aspiration scale for the Chinese cultural environment;
and (2) provide a measurement instrument that incorporates both eco
nomic and non-economic family aspirations at the “family system” level
of analysis. Developing a Chinese family aspirations construct is
important for two reasons. First, instruments for measuring aspirations
of family business developed in Western contexts cannot be applied to
Chinese context due to dramatic cultural differences (e.g., Dinh & Cal
abrò, 2019). Second, there is a dire need to incorporate both financial
and non-financial aspirations into analyses at the family level (Chua
et al., 2018).
This paper makes several contributions. First, we add to the behav
ioral literature by developing and validating a scale using a three-phase
study that integrates both qualitative and quantitative methods (Shin
kle, 2012), and we integrate both financial and nonfinancial aspirations
into a new construct for Chinese family aspirations. The existing
methods for measuring financial aspirations are limited, and do not
directly measure aspirations using detailed surveys, interviews, or
qualitative approaches (Greve, 2008; Shinkle, 2012). Second, our scale
expands the literature on SEW by using the “family system” rather than
the organizational level of analysis to understand the trade-off between
economic and non-economic aspirations (Chua et al., 2018). Although
current research models of SEW have started to use a mixed gamble
approach to discuss the interactions between financial and non-financial
aspirations (e.g., Chua et al., 2018; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018), who
contributes to the formation of family aspirations remains unclear. We
suggest that the family aspirations of the owners of family businesses are
important factors in business decisions making that are especially salient
to the owners. Finally, the concept of Chinese family aspirations con
tributes to studies of the influence of culture on family business goal
formation processes (Basco, 2017), explores the behavioral heteroge
neity of family businesses caused by Chinese culture, and provides a way
to assess the variance in family aspirations within the Chinese context.

In line with the behavioral theory and studies of organizational aspira
tions, we argue that family aspirations are reference points for family
firms and affect all of their key decisions. Therefore, extending the
definition of organizational aspiration (Shinkle, 2012), we define family
aspirations as desired performance levels in specific family-related
outcomes.
2.2. The need for a family aspirations construct
Studies of family aspirations often adopt the concept of “SEW,”
which is the most commonly used framework for analyzing noneco
nomic aspirations (Berrone et al., 2012; Vazquez & Rocha, 2018).
Although the SEW model significantly extends the application of
behavioral agency theory to the family business context (Cabrer
a-Suárez, Déniz-Déniz, & Martín-Santana, 2014; Gómez-Mejía, Haynes,
Núñez-Nickel, Jacobson, & Moyano-Fuentes, 2007), less attention is
paid to the interplay between financial and nonfinancial aspirations
(Kotlar et al., 2018; William et al., 2018). Although family business
scholars have recently started to use the mixed gamble approach to
examine the effects of the interaction of financial and non-financial as
pirations on family business outcomes such as IPOs and acquisitions
(Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018; Hussinger & Issah, 2019; Kotlar et al., 2018),
these studies still rely on unvalidated SEW scales (Berrone et al., 2012)
or use family ownership and management as a proxy for SEW due to the
difficulty of directly measuring SEW (e.g., Zellweger et al., 2012).
Finance and accounting ratios for firm performance are used as proxies
for financial aspirations. This practice is problematic because it strictly
assumes that decision makers fully understand the objective measure
ments of financial outcomes, which is often not the case. As a result,
behavioral theorists call for studies to explore decision makers’ cogni
tive framework and identify methods to precisely measure financial
aspirations (Holmes, Bromiley, Devers, Holcomb, & McGuire, 2011;
Shinkle, 2012).
Overall, there is still no clear consensus on which family-related
aspirations should be measured (Chua et al., 2018). Table 1 summa
rizes the measurements of different types of family business financial
and non-financial aspirations used in prior studies. As shown, the ma
jority of family business studies either use proxy variables to measure
financial and non-financial aspirations empirically or develop mea
surements based on theoretical models. We argue that it is necessary to
develop and validate a scale that measures both financial and nonfi
nancial aspirations in family business contexts.
To develop a unified level of analysis, it is necessary to identify the
individuals who make the decisions intended to advance family aspi
ration (Shinkle, 2012). Both behavioral research models and
family-centered nonfinancial goals-oriented SEW models conduct anal
ysis at the organizational level, which creates potential cross-level fal
lacies (e.g., Rousseau, 1985). The literature on economic and
non-economic family business goals lacks a systematic and unified
research approach, which is required because family members who do
not work in the family business may not be familiar with the details of
the business’s economic goals, but still affect corporate decisions.
Although not all of a family firm’s decisions are based on SEW, the
owning family’s aspirations are potential antecedents of the business’s
goals (Cennamo, Berrone, Cruz, & Gomez–Mejia, 2012; Kotlar, De
Massis, Fang, & Frattini, 2014; Williams et al., 2018). Although
increasing number of family business studies emphasize the importance
of family involvement, most still revolve around the business-centric
framework, a family-oriented approach deserves more attention
(Sharma & Chua, 2013). James, Jennings, and Breitkreuz (2012) note
that “inadequate attention to the family sphere is likely to be problem
atic given that good business performance is rarely sufficient for over
coming poor family relations, which, if left unaddressed, can
subsequently interfere with the long-term survival of family firms”
(2014, p. 25). Thus, we suggest that developing a scale of family aspi
rations that incorporates both the economic and non-economic

2. Literature review
2.1. Family aspirations: a behavioral theory perspective
According to the behavioral theory, aspirations are important factors
in the strategies and behaviors of both family and non-family firms
(Cyert & March, 1963; Kotlar & De Massis, 2013; Williams et al., 2018).
According to Shinkle’s review of the behavioral theory (2012), aspira
tions, goals, and reference points can be treated as similar concepts and
used interchangeably. There is significant conceptual and empirical
convergence between aspiration levels and goals (Mezias, Chen, &
Murphy, 2002). Compared with “goals,” “aspiration levels” are more
commonly used for linking models of the firm to empirical observations
of both behaviors and outcomes of actual organizations (Argote &
Greve, 2007). Therefore, we adopt the concept of “aspiration” from the
behavioral theory.
Behavioral theorists argue that organizations have a diverse set of
aspirations rather than a single economic aspiration (Cyert & March,
1963; Shinkle, 2012). Shaped by family members, non-financial aspi
rations such as SEW are important reference points in the key
decision-making processes of family firms (Berrone et al., 2012; Chris
man, Chua, Pearson, & Barnett, 2012). Family members who do not
work in the family business may not be familiar with the details of the
business’s economic aspirations, but they can still strongly affect busi
ness decisions (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999). Aspirations in family firms
are mainly shaped by family logics (Aparicio, Basco, Iturralde, &
Maseda, 2017) that focus on family members’ relationships and needs.
2
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Table 1
Summary of business aspirations and family aspirations.
Theoretical
constructs

Key ideas and
measurable variables

Business aspirations
Financial private
control premiums in
benefits
share block sales
control premiums for
equity shares
Financial
ROA /ROE/ROS/
performance
Tobin Q
Managerial
aspirations for
business goals

Growth/profit/market
development

Family financial aspirations
Financial
independence

Family-centered
financial
aspirations

Financial capability to
fulfil personal
interests (e.g., having
luxury brands)
Quality of life
Good education
opportunity

Trans-generational
sustainability (SEW)
The satisfaction of
needs for belonging,
affect, and intimacy
The opportunity to be
altruistic to family
members
Open communication,
Emotional and
Cognitive Cohesion
Family cohesion and
loyalty

Receiving recognition
for generous actions
Personal prestige in
the community
Social support among
friends and
acquaintances
Owning-family’s
reputation and
positive image
Family control and
influence; Binding
social ties (SEW)
Family social status
(Family-centered nonfinancial goals)

Review paper

General
Accounting
Office (United
States)
Wisconsin
Manufacturers
(United States)

Australia,
Canada, &
Sweden

Ehrhardt and
Nowak (2001)

German family
firms (Germany)

Basu (2004)
Zellweger and
Astrachan
(2008)

United Kingdom

Tagiuri and
Davis (1992)

Transgenerational
entrepreneurship

Context

Andersson,
Carlsen, & Getz
(2002)

Financial security

Sense of belongings

Family
reputation and
social status

Cavusgil and
Nevin (1981)

Andersson et al.
(2002)

Long-term
orientations

Family
harmonious
relationship

Astrachan and
Jaskiewicz
(2008); Nenova
(2003)
Bromiley and
Harris (2014)

Leave a family legacy

Family non-financial aspirations

Long-term goals

Source

Table 1 (continued )

Brigham,
Lumpkin,
Payne, and
Zachary (2014)
Lumpkin,
Brigham, and
Moss (2010)
Berrone et al.
(2012)
Kepner, 1983
Schulze,
Lubatkin, and
Dino (2003)
Bjornberg and
Nicholson
(2007)
Chrisman et al.
(2012)
Zellweger,
Nason,
Nordqvist, and
Brush (2013)
Schulze et al.
(2003)
Lee and Rogoff
(1996)

Review paper
Review paper
Review paper
United States
United Kingdom
United States
United States
United States
United States

Berrone et al.
(2012)

Review paper

Chrisman et al.
(2012)

United States

Extend family values
across generations
Family firm’s
longevity

Chrisman et al.
(2012)
Berrone et al.
(2012)
Berrone et al.
(2012)
Athanassiou,
Crittenden,
Kelly, and
Marquez (2002)
Zellweger et al.
(2012)
Kim and Gao
(2013)

Review paper
Review paper
Mexico
Swiss
China

Most studies of family businesses focus on family firms in Western
contexts and do not consider the heterogeneity and behavioral differ
ences of family businesses in Asian contexts (De Massis, Sharma, Chua,
& Chrisman, 2012; Dinh & Calabrò, 2019; Sharma & Chua, 2013). The
Asia Pacific region is particularly important for family business research
(Globerman, Peng, & Shapiro, 2011) because the differentiated levels of
institutional development within and between countries provide an
invaluable context to study contextual effects on family businesses, and
more importantly, family firms have been the key driving force behind
the rapid growth in the region after the turn of the century (Sharma &
Chua, 2013). Dinh and Calabrò’s (2019) systematic review of 148 papers
published between 1980–2015 shows that Asian family firms’ corporate
governance mechanisms are more affected by cultural values and social
norms such as “face saving” and family reputation than are family firms
in Western countries. Although the culturally specific management
systems of Asian family firms have recently gained some attention (Dinh
& Calabrò, 2019), how culture and social norms shape family firms’
values and aspirations remains unclear. Most studies of family busi
nesses’ aspirations rely on Western samples (e.g., Chrisman et al., 2012),
and do not pay attention to the impact of Asian cultural values on family
aspirations.
Chinese businesses in particular, attract the attention of many
scholars (Tsui, Schoonhoven, Meyer, Lau, & Milkovich, 2004). Unlike
the individualistic tendencies often observed in Western societies, re
lationships, family and interpersonal norms, and a family’s collective
interests are emphasized in Chinese culture (Yan & Sorenson, 2006).
Chinese families’ aspirations are undoubtedly shaped by Chinese cul
tural values and social norms. Although prior scholars note that the
aspirations or goals of family businesses may vary between ethnic
groups (e.g., Corbetta & Montemerlo, 1999), we have limited knowledge
of how Chinese culture and its unique institutional environment in
fluences the systematic formation of the aspirations of Chinese family
businesses. In China, cultural values such as Confucianism, influence
every aspect of individuals’ behaviors and beliefs, and thus affect the
formation of family aspirations. Confucianism is a complex system of
moral, social, political, and philosophical principles that still deeply
influences contemporary Chinese society (Park & Chesla, 2007). For
instance, scholars note that Chinese parents’ aspirations for their chil
dren’s education are guided by Confucian principles (Luo,
Tamis-LeMonda, & Song, 2013). Such family aspirations can be regar
ded as a missing variable in the behavioral model and SEW research

United States

Review paper

Maintain blood ties

Context

2.3. Chinese family aspirations under Confucian culture

Review paper

Sharma and
Manikutty
(2005)

Family’s
identification
and emotional
attachment
with the firm

Family identity
linkage (Familycentered non-financial
goals)
Family members’
identification with the
firm (SEW)
Emotional attachment
(SEW)

Source

aspirations of the owning family can help to overcome the threat of
cross-level fallacies in empirical studies of family firms.

Australia,
Canada, &
Sweden

Review paper

Key ideas and
measurable variables

Preservation of
the family
dynasty

Review paper

Cennamo et al.
(2012)

Theoretical
constructs

United States
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framework.
Confucianism identifies several core virtues for guiding individual
behavior including benevolence (Rén), righteousness (Yì), propriety
(L˘ı), wisdom (Zhì), and sincerity (Xìn). These values shape the aspira
tions of Chinese families. Benevolence (Rén), which can also be trans
lated as love and compassion (e.g., Louie, 2002), encourages positive
emotions towards others. Hwang (2012) suggests that righteousness (Yì)
and propriety (L˘ı) are derivatives of benevolence (Rén). The integration
of Rén - Yì - L˘ı is considered the essence of Confucian ethics and is the
basis of the emphasis on interpersonal harmonious relationships in
Chinese society (Wu, Robinson, Yang, Hart, Olsen, Porter, & Wu, 2002).
The Confucian virtues of Rén - Yì - L˘ı are closely linked to Chinese
relationalism, which is also known as guanxi (Hwang, 2012). Sincerity
(Xìn) conveys the notion of trustworthiness, which is closely related to
righteousness (Yì) and is considered the most important virtue for
maintaining guanxi. Rén - Yì - L˘ı also stress the importance of family
harmony. Chinese families express stronger support for “collective
goals” and “common interests” than European or American families do
(Cheah & Rubin, 2004). Xing (1995) suggests that family businesses
with ethnic Chinese owners around the world stress the value of family
harmony and stability, and children are taught to restrain their indi
vidualism to maintain harmony in the family (Yan & Sorenson, 2006).
Wisdom (Zhì) refers to the acquisition of knowledge (Hwang, 2012),
which continues to be emphasized in Chinese families’ education goals.
The goal of pursuing knowledge is reflected in Chinese families’ high
aspirations for their children’s academic achievements (Luo et al.,
2013). To conclude, the Confucian virtues of Rén - Yì - L˘ı- Zhì- Xìn shape
Chinese families’ non-financial aspirations, including guanxi, harmo
nious family relationship, and the next generation’s academic
achievement.
Second, filial piety is a cornerstone of family value systems in
Confucian heritage societies like China (Lum et al., 2016). Chinese
family roles are highly gendered, due to the influence of the Confucian
idea that women are supposed to obey their fathers, husbands, and,
ultimately, their sons (Deutsch, 2006). In traditional Chinese society,
sons are preferred to daughters because they can carry on the family
name (Li & Cooney, 1993). Lum et al. (2016) suggest that filial piety
needs to be examined in the 21st century. Carrying the family line
through generations may still be an important non-financial aspiration
of Chinese families, especially among the older generations. Family
obligations and filial piety are precisely defined in contemporary Chi
nese society. For example, Article 21 of China’s Marriage Law states,
“Children have the obligation to support their parents. When children
fail to perform their maintenance obligations, parents who are unable to
work or have difficulties in daily life have the right to require their
children to pay for their cost of living.” Such laws stem from deep-rooted
Confucian beliefs, which leads to the wide acceptance of the belief that
children are responsible for the well-being of their parents as they get
older. A new Elderly Rights Law passed in 2013 also states that adult
children must visit their parents regularly; the failure to do so can result
in fines and jail time if parents bring a lawsuit. Such policies and reg
ulations are unthinkable in most Western cultures, and although they
are difficult to enforce, they offer invaluable insights into the quintes
sentially Chinese perspective on family. Chinese parents prefer to have
many children, especially sons, to continue the family line and look after
them when they are old.

that legal problems related to intellectual property rights, trademarks,
contract enforcements, and patents arise much more frequently in some
areas than others (Shi, Sun, Yan, & Zhu, 2017). These rapid institutional
changes often lead to more uncertainty in the external environment for
family firms (Dinh & Calabrò, 2019). In this context, family firms are
more likely to rely on relational resources and social capital to navigate
the obstacles to their business success. For instance, Chinese family firms
are inclined to join the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Confer
ence as a way to build political ties (You & Du, 2012). Establishing
political connections is regarded as a key strategy to help family firms to
reduce uncertainty in China’s institutional context (Dinh & Calabrò,
2019). In addition, Chinese family firms rely on the bond and trust be
tween family members, because it provides stability and predictability
to counter the uncertainties in the external environment. Family re
lationships as the “closest tie” can help reduce uncertainty and reduce
agency costs (Bunkanwanicha, Fan, & Wiwattanakantang, 2013).
Furthermore, contemporary Chinese economic development has
strongly influenced Chinese families’ values, attitudes, and financial
aspirations. Before the nationwide agricultural reforms introduced in
1978, more than three quarters of all Chinese rural families lived in
extreme poverty (Yao, 2000). By the end of the Cultural Revolution in
1976, most of China’s rural population was starving. The rural per capita
disposable income in 1978 was 285 RMB, well below the World Bank’s
standard poverty line of 454 RMB (Yao, 2000). To improve their fam
ilies’ quality of life, many entrepreneurs attempted to establish small
private businesses after the economic reforms in 1987. For the first
generation of business owners, financial incentives were the main
motivation for establishing a family business. Obtaining sufficient
financial wealth to support the family is still an important aspiration for
most business families in China. Therefore, given the significant influ
ence of Confucianism and the institutional and economic environments,
studies of Chinese family aspirations are crucial for understanding
Chinese businesses.
To conclude, the significant differences between Chinese and West
ern cultural and institutions motivate our study and justify our focus on
aspirations of Chinese families-in-business. Although previous studies
note the importance of developing theories of Chinese management
(Barney & Zhang, 2009; Tsui, 2009), most rely on existing management
theories rather than proposing new theories or new constructs (Tsui
et al., 2004). Tsui (2009, p. 1) argues that “over two decades, research in
Chinese management has exploited existing questions, theories, con
structs, and methods developed in the Western context. Lagging are
exploratory studies to address questions relevant to Chinese firms and to
develop theories that offer meaningful explanations of Chinese phe
nomena.” Although family aspirations are a common driver of family
firm decisions across cultures, these aspirations and their role in
decision-making are contextual and culture-specific, as families are re
flections of cultures and core cultural values (Danes, Lee, Stafford, &
Heck, 2008). Western cultures focus on the individual, whereas family is
the major unit of Chinese Confucian society (Kim & Gao, 2013).
Therefore, family aspirations are very likely to be different in these two
contexts. Several scholars note the gap between Western theories and
Chinese management philosophies. For instance, Zhou, Wu, and Luo
(2007) reconceptualize social-network theories of interpersonal re
lationships to reflect the Chinese concept of guanxi. Following this logic,
we suggest that family-centered non-financial goals such as SEW may
have limited value in the Chinese context. Overall, given the shortage of
valid instruments for measuring family firms’ economic and noneco
nomic goals (Chua et al., 2018) and the importance of studying family
firms’ goals at the family-group-level, we argue that developing a new
construct of Chinese family aspiration is necessary to provide a valid and
reliable scale for empirical studies of family business goals in
non-Western contexts.

2.4. Influences of Chinese institutional environment on family aspirations
The institutional environment in China differs from the environment
in developed Western countries; specifically, it lacks consistency and
stability (Dinh & Calabrò, 2019). Despite continuous marketization ef
forts over the last two decades, local governments have adapted a
hands-off approach at different paces, the ownership structure and
percentage of non-SOEs vary between provinces, and the legal frame
work has not improved at the same rate across the country, which means
4
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3. Research methods and results

pride and “face” to the family”, such statement emphasizes the impor
tance of family reputation and face. Therefore, in this case, we extracted
“family reputation” and “family face” as two key initial concepts in the
open coding. We continued to analyze the data by identifying distinct
concepts, and labeled the important information using key words from
the interviews (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Table 2 provides examples of
open coding of the original raw interview data. We identified more than
25 key components of Chinese family aspirations including family
honor/face, harmony, trust, open communication, altruism, longevity.
We next used more directional and conceptually selective coding
methods (Glaser, 1978) to screen and extract the core dimensions of
family aspirations. Using the two important screening principles, i.e.,
frequency of items mentioned and importance of association, we
determined the core components of family aspirations. Table 3 shows
the six potential dimensions of Chinese family aspirations identified in
this step: family harmony, financial wealth, family honor and guanxi,
continuity of family line, health and longevity, and great ambitions for
the younger generation. To improve the validity of these dimensions, we
compared these six categories with previous studies (e.g., Pearson, Holt,
& Carr, 2013). Existing reviews and empirical studies can complement
and correct the results of qualitative analyses. Thus, we compared the
dimensions of family aspirations identified in our analysis with those in
the literature (Table 4). As shown in Table 4, we found support for all six
dimensions of Chinese family aspirations in the literature, which pro
vides content validity for our results.
After identifying the six key dimensions of Chinese family aspiration,
we categorized the items with similar meanings into groups and
removed duplicates. This resulted in six broad categories of items: (1)
those related to family interactions and family relationships; (2) those
relating to family members’ health and longevity; (3) those related to
the family’s social status, reputation, and networks; (4) those related to
family’s financial wealth accumulation; (5) those related to great am
bitions and expectations for the next generations; and (6) those related
to continuity of a family line or perpetuation of the family name. Thirtyfive of the items extracted from the focus groups and in-depth interviews
were related to these six factors. After revising the wording of these
items, we eventually developed an initial scale of family aspirations
consisting of 35 items.
Our process for generating items was based on the assumption that
the participants’ perceptions are socially constructed, and largely based
upon past and present interactions within their respective schools,
families, communities, and larger external environments (Racher &
Robinson, 2002). To explore how differences in families and entrepre
neurial environment can influence family aspirations, we conducted
focus groups with family business owners and founding family members.
This allowed us to check the content validity of the items developed
from the analysis of the semi-structured interviews. Focus groups are
helpful for gaining deep understanding of research topics and for
appreciating the variation in people’s experiences (Hughes & Dumont,
1993).
Following the approach suggested by Chrisman, Chua, and Sharma
(2005), we conducted three focus group interviews with 16 individuals
who represented the core members/owners of nine family businesses.
Snowball sampling was used to select focus-group participants because
it allows researchers to use individuals’ social networks to access “hard
to reach” and “sensitive” populations (Browne, 2005). In total, nine
males and six females participated in the three focus groups. The edu
cation level varied greatly (elementary school to master’s degree), and
the age range was relatively large (26–82 years). The results of the
focus-groups show that there are no big differences between second and
first generations’ family aspirations due to the frequent and open com
munications among family members. Additionally, the six categories of
family aspirations extracted from the interviews covered most of the
desired performance levels discussed in the focus groups.

We were motivated to develop a reliable and valid instrument for
measuring Chinese family aspirations because effective measurement is
the cornerstone of scientific research (Netemeyer, Bearden, & Sharma,
2003). Following Schwab (1980), we engaged in a three-step process of
scale development: (1) item development, (2) scale development, and
(3) scale evaluation. This involved both inductive and deductive
methods to generate items (Hinkin, 1995). First, we reviewed the
literature on the boundaries and measurements of family goals and on
family-related financial and non-financial aspirations. Second, we con
ducted in-depth interviews and focus groups to collect the participants’
personal opinions on family aspirations. Due to the ambiguities inherent
in multilevel research, qualitative methodologies were particularly
appropriate to accomplish our purpose (Hitt, Beamish, Jackson, &
Mathieu, 2007). In Study 1, we used semi-structured interviews to
collect the participants’ opinions about Chinese family aspirations
(Morgan, 1996). We recruited 32 respondents from the graduating Ex
ecutive Master of Business Administration cohorts of two Shanghai
universities, and generated a set of initial items on aspirations of Chinese
families-in-business. In Study 2, we drew from the participant pool of
Study 1 and invited the CEOs of five family businesses to participate in a
pretest to rate the degree to which the initial items identified in the
analysis of the interviews matched their own family aspirations. Next,
we distributed the initial questionnaire to a random sample of 200
family business owners from a list provided by a university entrepre
neurship research center in Zhejiang Province, and extracted additional
items. In Study 3, a large-scale questionnaire survey was conducted
using a random sample generated from the same list in Study 2 to test the
generalizability of our Chinese family aspiration scale.
3.1. Study 1—Generation and development of valid items
To generate a rich and comprehensive “Chinese family aspirations”
construct, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 32 family
business owners from different geographic regions in China, including
the Northeast, East, and Southwest (e.g., Tianjin, Shanghai, Shandong,
Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Sichuan province). Following the definition of
family business suggested by Chua, Chrisman, and Sharma (1999, p. 25),
we used two criteria to define family firms in our research: the family
has a majority ownership (Gagnè, Wrosch, & Brun de Pontet, 2011) and
more than two family members were employed as top managers. The
age of the respondents from family business range from 28 to 59 years
old, and they represented different industries including telecommuni
cation, construction, chemicals, education, food, computer, and enter
tainment. After being given the definition of family aspirations, the
participants were first asked to discuss the construct and answer several
key questions including the following: “What processes do families use
to determine their family aspirations?; Do family aspirations vary be
tween generations?; What are the key family aspirations identified by
core family members?; and What are the outcomes of family aspira
tions?” In the last stage of the interview, each respondent was asked to
write as many measurement item ideas as he or she could think of. We
collected 350 specific items to add to the final pool of item ideas.
Following previous studies (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), we read and
re-read the texts generated in the interviews and organized the variables
into categories or dimensions of Chinese family aspirations. First, we
open coded the data from the in-depth interviews. Based on the research
subjects’ responses, we used specific words to represent the
CEOs/founders’ interpretations of family aspirations. Using “line-by-
line, sentence-by-sentence coding”, which is a process of coding raw
data by going through each word manually to assign codes, a set of
initial variables describing family aspirations were extracted from the
interview data. We organized these items by topic. For instance, one
respondent indicated that “some people in the family obtain achieve
ments that exceed the expectations of their parents, which brings great
5

F. Lu et al.

Journal of Family Business Strategy 12 (2021) 100441

Table 2
Key initial concepts open coding examples.

Table 2 (continued )

Interview raw material

Open coding
initial concepts

A: Mr. Jiang, the chairman of a manufacturing
company in Jiangsu province, said: "Family" is a
big group with blood relationship and a
community of interests that can be closely
connected to a certain extent. "Family aspiration"
is to hope that family members can have
relatively good achievements in all aspects,
accumulate family economic wealth, the entire
family is proud and can be beneficial to the
growth of other members of the family, or the
beautiful expectation that it can help the family’s
strength and development, and is strongly related
to the cohesion of the family….
B: "Family aspiration" - there is a saying that "if you
become very successful and live an outstanding
life, you will bring honor and pride to your
family and ancestors". Some people in the family
obtain achievements that exceed the expectations
of their parents, which brings great pride and
“face” to the family. It is even better to have
achieved manifested in becoming a great leader
with good temperament. This form of
achievement also includes the process of personal
growth, as well as the common goal of growth of
the family, which includes sharing, establishing
common values, keeping close contact with
family members, bringing common benefits to
the family, and fostering stronger family
cohesion…
C: The successor of an iron processing company in
Zhejiang province, Mr. Li mentioned: "Family
aspiration" involves the unity, love, mutual
assistance, and trust of family members. For
instance, one of the most recent and real examples
is that a family member contracted a project in an
Anhui poverty alleviation community
(resettlement housing) last year. A construction
accident resulted in the death of a worker, and the
general contractor ran away from the project and
could not be found, so the funds of the project did
not get released. During this event, relatives in the
family that have financial resources helped with
medical expenses, burial fees, and workers’
compensation. Relatives without financial
resources helped physically by taking time out to
handle disputes, help to look after children and
provide comfort…
D: “Family aspirations”, for me, the inheritance
and continuity of the family is very important. I
hope to continue the bloodline for our old Li
family and my grandson can marry a wife and
have a son as soon as possible, and we can be
together in the same family with all four
generations….” (Mr. Li, founder of a train
restaurant)
E: Mr. Hu, the second-generation successor of a
kitchenware manufacturing company, said: "For
me, the biggest goal now is to make the business
bigger and stronger, to create more economic
wealth for the business and the family. Our family
has two sons, and my father sent my brother to
New Zealand for high school, and I went to
study in the UK when I was in high school. My
father’s education level is not high, but he has a
strong consciousness that only by
internationalization can he grow his own
business. Children should go abroad to see the
world. Look at foreign markets and development
opportunities. Our family is currently one of the
top 50 taxpayers in the city. My goal is to become
the top ten in the next five years, so the burden on
me is especially heavy now, because the whole
family has great hopes for us two brothers and

A.1-Family cohesion
A.2 Growth of family
members
A.3 Family economic wealth
A.4 Family development

Interview raw material
believes that we can better lead the company
forward…. "
F: My greatest family aspiration is that my family
members all can enjoy good health. My father is
over 80 years old now and I wish him a long life.

Open coding
initial concepts

F.1 Good health
F.2 Longevity

3.2. Study 2 - item purification

B.1 Family
B.2 Family
B.3 Family
B.4 Family

In the next stage of scale development, we conducted a formal pretest
of the 35-item scale by inviting five of the CEOs of family businesses who
participated in the interviews in Study 1 to rate the degree to which the
items matched their families’ aspirations. The questionnaire used a 7point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree
(7) and the main instruction was “Please carefully read the following
statements about different family aspirations and rate the degree to
which you agree that the statement accurately reflects your own family’s
aspirations.” The items were revised to ensure that the meanings were
easy to understand. In addition, five professors who have expertise on
the topics of human resource, family business, and corporate governance
were invited to evaluate the feasibility and the practicality of the pre
liminary questionnaire. Following the advice of executive managers and
experts, to reduce social bias, we deleted two items (“My family’s name
is carried by my son” and “Most of my family’s friends are from the
upper social class”). Thus, there were 33 items in our final item pool.
The 33 items were then compiled into a questionnaire. Following the
translation–back translation procedure (Brislin, 1970), we initially
developed a Chinese scale, then used Chinese-English translation and
back translation to confirm that the English and Chinese versions convey
the same message. We distributed 200 questionnaires to family business
owners in different major cities of mainland China and obtained 102
completed responses. Of the respondents, 27 % were female, 25 % held a
bachelor’s degree, and the average age was 42.

benefit sharing
reputation
face
communication

C.1 Family unity
C.2 Trust between family
members
C.3 Love between family
members
C.4 Family support

3.2.1. Validity assessment of the subscale items
We conducted an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) to investigate the
dimensionality of the items to guarantee that each item applied to its
respective dimension only. A principal component analysis with Vari
max rotation, a common scheme for orthogonal rotation, was used to
ensure that the extracted factors correlated with specific family aspira
tions. We adopted the following rules in our exploratory factor analysis:
(1) an Eigen value larger than 1.00, indicating that a factor accounts for
more total variance than any original standardized variable; (2) a factor
loading more than 0.5; (3) non-existence of cross-loading; (4) the
number of items for each factor is no less than 4; and (5) the total
variance explained by factors is over 60 %.
In this study, items with a factor loading of less than 0.5 and items
that cross-loaded on two or more factors at 0.4 or higher were excluded.
Another important issue in scale construction is the number of items in a
new measurement. Cronbach and Meehl (1955) suggest that adequate
sampling and parsimony are important to achieve content and construct
validity. Scale length affects response rate, so the total scale of infor
mation is often viewed as a function of the number of items in the scale
(Roznowski, 1989). Determining the appropriate number of items is
crucial, as too few items may reduce content and construct validity,
internal consistency, and test-retest validity (Kenny, 1979). Reynolds
(2010) states that it is not appropriate to start research with a new
construct that uses a limited number of items. To obtain construct and
content validity, our study set a strict standard that each factor required
at least four items. Accordingly, 6 items were dropped, leaving 26 items.
We identified a 6-factor structure for the extracted factors that explained
71.31 % of the total variance. Table 5 summarizes the factor loadings for
the condensed 26-item scale of family aspiration.

D.1 Continuation of family
lineage
D.2 Family line passes
through males

E.1 Education expectations
for next generations
E.2 Parents’ high
expectations on children
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Table 3
Selective coding results.

Table 4
Comparisons of core categories of Chinese family aspirations and literature.

Core Concept

Subcategory

Examples of screening and
classification of initial concepts

A. Family harmony

1.Family harmony;
2.Strong cohesion;
3. Good
communication among
family members

A1.1-Family relationship is
harmonious; mother is kind and
children exhibit filial piety; A1.2family members caring for each
other and loving each other; A1.3family is happy…
A2.1-Family members support
each other and support each other
when there is difficulty; A2.2Strong cohesion…
A3.1 Family members can often
gather together and chat; A3.2
Family has a good communication
atmosphere; A3.3 Family
members sharing leisure time
together…
B1.1 has a good relationship with
local government officials; B1.2
has a good relationship with
financial institutions such as
banks…
B2.1 people in the family have
more connections in society;
B2.2Friends at home all have a
certain social status; B2.3 Family
members all have decent jobs…
B3.1 Neighbors are helpful when
the family needs a favor; B3.2 The
family has a good reputation in
the local area; B3.3 The family is
well respected by others…
C1.1 Create a good learning
environment for children; C1.2
Can bear the costs of participating
in various prep courses and
extracurricular activities; C1.3
There are sufficient funds to
support children to study
abroad…
C2.1 The whole family has good
healthcare; C2.2 There is a
medical fund; C2.3 Family
members have medical
insurance…
C3.1 The family can travel
regularly; C3.2 The house is
relatively large and comfortable;
C3.3 My family has a great quality
of life…
D1.1 the family lineage continues;
D1.2 young generations establish
new family at the right age; D1.3
young generation has children at
the right age…
D2.1 Continuing the family name
with a son; D2.2 Many brothers
and sisters; D2.3Large family,
many relatives and friends. D2.4
Family line can pass through
sons…
E1.1 Family members are
healthy…
E.2.1 Family members feel happy
and fulfilled…
E.3.1 Parents can live a long life…
F1.1 Younger generation have
excellent academic
performance…
F2.1 Younger generation’s
accomplishments bring honor to
the family name and make parents
proud…

B. Family honor
and guanxi

Family financial
wealth

1.Political connections;
2. Social status;
3. Face (Unique
Chinese characteristic)

1. Educational
conditions;
2.Healthcare;
3. Quality of life

D. Continuity of
family line

1. Growing the family
with many offspring;
2. Number of males in
the family

E. Family health
and longevity

1.Healthy body
2. Good mental health
3. Longevity

F. Great ambitions
for the younger
generation

1. Great academic
performance
2. Bring honor to the
family name and
ancestors

Core categories of
Chinese family
aspirations

Relevant concept

Source and adapted
from

Financial independence of
owning family

Andersson et al.
(2002)
Ehrhardt and Nowak
(2001)
Basu (2004)
Zellweger and
Astrachan (2008)
Andersson et al.
(2002)
Tagiuri and Davis
(1992)
Chrisman et al.
(2012)
Kepner (1983)
Schulze et al (2003)
Bjornberg and
Nicholson (2007)
Chrisman et al.
(2012)
Chrisman et al.
(2012);
Berrone et al. (2012)

Have luxury brands
Family financial
wealth

Quality of life
Good education opportunity
Leave a family legacy
Financial security
Family harmony

Family harmony

Belonging, affect, and intimacy
Altruism
Open communication &
Emotional Cohesion
Family cohesion and loyalty
Family social status /social ties

Family honor and
guanxi

Receiving recognition for
generous actions
Personal prestige in the
community
Social support among friends and
acquaintances
Owning-family’s reputation and
positive image
Chinese family business “face”

Family health and
longevity

Family firm’s long-term
orientation
Family member’s mental and
physical health
Executive health
Family’s longevity goals

Continuity of family
line
Great ambitions for
the younger
generation

Maintain blood ties
Extend family values across
generations
Chinese parents’ high aspirations
on children’s academic
achievement

Schulze et al. (2003)
Lee and Rogoff
(1996)
Cennamo et al.
(2012)
Sharma and
Manikutty (2005)
Dinh & Calabro
(2019)
Lumpkin and
Brigham (2011)
Stroebe, Schut, and
Boerner (2013)
Quick, Cooper,
Gavin, and Quick,
2002
Kim and Gao (2013)
Athanassiou et al.
(2002)
Zellweger et al.
(2012)
Luo et al. (2013)

The loadings of all of the items on a single factor were over 0.6,
which is significant and shows uni-dimensionality. There were no items
with multiple cross-loadings, which gave preliminary evidence of
discriminant validity. We also tested the reliability of each factor using
Cronbach’s alphas: family harmony (Cronbach’s alpha 0.904), family
financial wealth (Cronbach’s alpha 0.91), family honor and guanxi
(Cronbach’s alpha 0.854), great ambitions for the younger generation
(Cronbach’s alpha 0.841), continuity of family line (Cronbach’s alpha
0.805), and health and longevity (Cronbach’s alpha 0.811). The reli
ability coefficients for all six factors were above 0.8, which is above the
acceptable reliability of 0.7 suggested by Nunnally (1978). We removed
the item with the lowest factor loading in the sub-scale of family har
mony. Cronbach’s alpha for the 5-item scale was 0.895, slightly lower
than the 0.904 value obtained with the extra item. However, the benefit
of having a shorter scale may outweigh this small disadvantage, as the
reliability coefficient is still above 0.8. (DeVellis, 2016).
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Table 5
Exploratory Factor analysis for Chinese Family Aspiration Items.
Model Construct

Family harmony

Family financial wealth

Family health and longevity

Continuity of family line

Family honor and guanxi

Great ambitions for the younger generation
Cronbach’s alpha
Sum of squares (eigen value)
Cumulative variance explained (%)

Measurement Item
fh1
fh2
fh3
fh4
fh5
fh6
fw1
fw2
fw3
fw4
hl1
hl2
hl3
hl4
fl1
fl2
fl3
fl4
hg1
hg2
hg3
hg4
yg1
yg2
yg3
yg4

Varimax-rotated loadings factor
1

2

3

4

5

6

0.79
0.80
0.84
0.77
0.72
0.65
0.06
0.11
0.10
0.12
0.22
0.05
0.20
0.13
0.24
0.17
0.26
0.33
0.09
0.02
0.13
0.11
0.08
0.21
0.32
0.40
0.90
8.76
16.42

0.11
0.06
0.01
0.04
0.17
0.19
0.80
0.90
0.88
0.85
0.18
0.14
0.22
0.13
0.23
0.01
0.27
0.08
− 0.03
0.07
0.08
0.04
− 0.10
− 0.02
0.31
0.33
0.91
2.72
29.87

0.24
0.20
0.16
0.01
0.02
0.06
0.18
0.10
0.12
0.13
0.73
0.87
0.60
0.82
0.17
0.25
0.03
0.01
0.27
0.06
0.05
0.05
0.30
0.32
0.02
− 0.01
0.85
2.59
41.22

0.07
0.18
0.18
0.24
0.21
0.31
0.13
0.08
0.12
0.13
0.09
0.01
0.28
0.14
0.74
0.69
0.75
0.79
0.05
0.14
− 0.01
0.02
0.26
0.19
0.17
0.15
0.84
1.83
52.02

0.02
0.08
0.15
0.15
0.03
0.12
0.10
− 0.01
0.09
0.00
0.09
0.17
0.03
0.13
0.04
0.08
0.07
0.06
0.60
0.74
0.88
0.85
0.26
0.17
− 0.06
− 0.08
0.81
1.43
62.35

0.08
0.11
0.07
0.19
0.21
0.25
0.14
0.02
0.04
0.12
0.27
0.02
0.20
0.04
0.16
0.11
0.15
0.16
0.04
0.00
0.06
0.06
0.64
0.73
0.75
0.65
0.81
1.21
71.31

*The factors with the highest loadings are bolded.

3.3. Study 3 - reliability assessment and construct validation

five constructs each had four items. This model met most of our criteria
(χ2 = 2.533, df = 260; CFI = .87; TLI = .85; IFI = .87; RMSEA = .08), and
χ2/df = 2.553, which is less than 5 (Lomax & Schumacker, 2004).
Previous studies suggest that RMSEA values between 0.05 and 0.08 are
acceptable (Fabrigar, Wegener, MacCallum, & Strahan, 1999). There
fore, the RMSEA value in this sample indicated an acceptable fit (Fab
rigar et al., 1999). The factor loadings for the first-order constructs of
family harmony, financial wealth, family health and longevity, conti
nuity of family line, family honor and guanxi, and great ambitions for
the younger generations were 0.75 to 0.89, 0.80 to 0.90, 0.63 to 0.81,
0.43 to 0.86, 0.57 to 0.79, and 0.72 to 0.80, respectively.

We surveyed a sample of family business owners in several provinces
in mainland China randomly selected from the list of family firms ob
tained in Study 2. The respondents were asked to rate the suggested
family aspirations on a 7-point Likert scale. Before we distributed our
Chinese questionnaires, they were sent to the five family business
owners who attended the interviews in Study 1 and two professors in
family business research and human resource management to confirm
their accuracy. Afterward, the questionnaires were delivered by hand or
e-mailed to 580 family business owners by our research team members.
The family business owners were leaders of both their families and
businesses, so they were in a strong position to shape family goals and
were therefore considered important sources for obtaining a full picture
of family aspirations (Tagiuri & Davis, 1992). We received 239 re
sponses, giving a response rate of 41.2 %. We excluded 27 incomplete
questionnaires and 11 questionnaires with inconsistent answers and
obvious mistakes, which reduced the sample size to 201.

3.3.2. Convergent validity
Following the computing formulas given by Fornell and Larcker
(1981), we calculated composite reliability (CR) and average variance
extracted (AVE) to assess the convergent validity of the construct.
Table 6 describes the standardized loading and t-values of each item for
the six factors. All of the item-loadings were greater than 0.53 except fl1
and all of the T values were significant. The CR and AVE values were
greater than 0.6 and 0.5, indicating good construct reliability and
adequate convergent validity.

3.3.1. Confirming the factor structures of the subscale
The primary concern when creating new items is content validity,
which is regarded as the minimum psychometric requirement for a new
scale and the foundation of its construct validation (Schriesheim,
Powers, Scandura, Gardiner, & Lankau, 1993). We used confirmatory
factor analysis to assess the soundness of the measurement model for the
new theoretical construct of family aspiration. The CFA technique can
provide the fullest evidence of measurement efficacy (e.g., Pearson
et al., 2013). Therefore, we used CFA to test convergent validity,
construct reliability, and discriminant validity using AMOS 22.0 soft
ware with the maximum likelihood estimation. Fig. 1 describes the re
sults of the first-order model of Chinese family aspiration.
Our first-order model indicated that the six constructs, family har
mony, health, education, social status, continuity, and wealth, were
independent. In the scale, family harmony had five items and the other

3.3.3. Discriminant validity
We evaluated the discriminant validity using the chi-square differ
ence test (Chang & King, 2005) and examined the factor correlations.
The factor correlations between any two factors were less than 0.8,
which confirmed the discriminant validity of the scale (Bhattacherjee,
2002). Table 7 depicts the chi-square differences between different pairs
of the six dimensions of Chinese family aspirations. We conducted a
chi-square difference test between the constrained model (i.e., where the
correlation was fixed to 1) and the unconstrained model (i.e., where the
correlation was released). In this procedure, there were six constructs
and we used a similar analysis for each pair of constructs. All of the χ2
values of the constrained model were significantly greater than those of
8
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Fig. 1. First-order model of Chinese Family Aspirations.
Table 6
Finalized CFA results for constructs.
Model construct

Family harmony

Family financial wealth

Family health and longevity

Continuity of family line

Family honor and guanxi

Great ambitions for the younger generation

Measurement item

Standardized loading

T value

Composite reliability

AVE

fh1
fh2
fh3
fh4
fh5
fw1
fw2
fw3
fw4
hl1
hl2
hl3
hl4
fl1
fl2
fl3
fl4
hg1
hg2
hg3
hg4
yg1
yg2
yg3
yg4

0.80
0.86
0.89
0.75
0.66
0.80
0.89
0.90
0.84
0.80
0.64
0.80
0.81
0.43
0.57
0.96
0.86
0.76
0.87
0.84
0.53
0.70
0.90
0.68
0.68

_a
13.97***
14.44***
11.61***
9.85***
_a
13.49***
14.66***
11.61***
_a
8.89***
11.64***
11.82***
_a
5.35***
8.72***
8.68***
_a
12.19***
11.84***
7.25***
_a
10.72***
8.72***
8.68***

0.90

0.64

0.92

0.74

0.82

0.58

0.81

0.54

0.84

0.58

0.83

0.55

*Estimated standardized factor loading significant at p < 0.05.
_initially fixed at 1.0 for estimation.
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convergent validity, and discriminant validity of the measurement
items. The result was a parsimonious 25-item instrument with six
dimensional subscales (family harmony, financial wealth, continuity of
family line, family honor and guanxi, health and longevity, and great
ambitions for the younger generation) for measuring the Chinese family
aspiration construct. We demonstrated the construct’s reliability and
validity. Thus, we encourage researchers to conduct more research on
the goals of Chinese family businesses and how Chinese families’ aspi
rations influence family firms’ strategic behaviors. In the following
section, we discuss the six dimensions of Chinese family aspirations and
how they differ from the SEW framework developed in the Western
context.

Table 7
Assessments of discriminant validity: χ2 difference test.
Factors

Unconstrained
model χ2(df)

Constrained
model χ2(df)

χ2

Family harmony with
Great ambitions for the
younger generation
Family harmony with
Family health and
longevity
Family harmony with
Family financial wealth
Family harmony with
Continuity of family line
Family harmony with
Family honor and guanxi
Great ambitions for the
younger generation with
family health and
longevity
Great ambitions for the
younger generation with
Family financial wealth
Great ambitions for the
younger generation with
Continuity of family line
Great ambitions for the
younger generation with
Family honor and guanxi
Family health and
longevity with Family
financial wealth
Family health and
longevity with
Continuity of family Line
Family health and
longevity with Family
honor and guanxi
Family financial wealth
with Continuity of
family Line
Family financial wealth
with Family honor and
guanxi
Continuity of family line
with Family honor and
guanxi

191.0(27)

136.3(26)

60.7

169.0(27)

131.24(26)

37.76

178.7(27)

111.0(26)

67.7

216.5(27)

124.5(26)

92

188.1(27)

138.7(26)

49.4

142.6(19)

188.1(20)

45.5

151.3(19)

228.1(20)

78.6

167.9(19)

270.4(20)

102.5

184.6(19)

222.9(20)

38.3

36.8(19)

89.9(20)

53.1

46.9(19)

165.5(20)

118.6

74.4(19)

125.3(20)

50.9

49.2(19)

172.4(20)

123.2

50.8(19)

107.6(20)

56.8

75.2(19)

178.09(20)

102.89

differences

4.1. Six dimensions of aspirations of Chinese families-in-business
4.1.1. Family harmony
According to our principal component factor analysis, family har
mony explains 16.4 % of the variance in Chinese family aspirations.
Although family harmony has been identified as an important nonfinancial aspiration in previous studies of family businesses (Sharma &
Manikutty, 2005; Sorenson, Goodpaster, Hedberg, & Yu, 2009), we
emphasize that Chinese families have stronger aspirations for harmo
nious family relationships than their Western counterparts, due to
deep-rooted Confucian philosophies and beliefs (Kim & Gao, 2013).
Chinese Confucian culture is characterized by collectivism and stresses
the importance of harmony between in-group members (Leung & Bond,
1984), especially within families (Cheah & Rubin, 2004). Confucian
family ethics (e.g., Rén - Yì - L˘ı- Zhì- Xìn) stress the cultivation of
harmonious relationships with family members to create an orderly and
peaceful world (Hwang, 2012). There is a common Chinese phrase (家和
万事兴) that literally translates as “when there is harmony in the family,
ten thousand things will prosper.” Chinese families regard obtaining and
maintaining harmony as a prerequisite for all other aspirations, which is
to say that business will only go well once family harmony is achieved.
Therefore, we suggest that in the Chinese family context, family har
mony holds significantly more weight in family business decisions than
in Western families that endorse individual goals and needs (Chuang,
2005).
4.1.2. Family financial wealth
Preserving adequate financial wealth is another significant dimen
sion of Chinese family aspiration. Our results show that Chinese fam
ilies’ aspirations for financial wealth are related to family members’
quality of life, adequate financial support for family members’ educa
tion, health care, and career development. This stems from the influence
of Chinese cultural values and the businesses’ founders’ experiences of
contemporary economic development. Most Chinese family business
founders lived through extreme poverty during the Chinese agricultural
reform and Cultural Revolution (Yao, 2000). Obtaining adequate wealth
to support one’s family is one of the top motivations for entrepreneur
ship. Family obligation is emphasized in Confucian societies, and in
cludes attitudes and behaviors related to providing financial support for
family members (Hwang, 1999). This shows that the financial aspira
tions of Chinese family businesses are family centric.

the unconstrained model. The χ2 between all of the possible pairs of
constructs were significantly different. Therefore, we confirmed that the
six dimensions were different from each other and could not be
combined.
Based on the results from factor analysis shown in Table 7, 25 items
were chosen to represent the six factors of family aspiration: family
harmony, family financial wealth, health and longevity, family honor
and guanxi, great ambitions for the younger generation, and continuity
of family line. The criterion for including an item was that it had a
relatively high loading on the same factor, with all of the factor loadings
higher than 0.54. In addition, the six factors explained 71 % of the total
variance in family aspiration, indicating that this scale had good reli
ability and validity.

4.1.3. Family honor and guanxi
Upholding one’s local reputation, obtaining honor and prestige, and
maintaining strong guanxi are key aspirations of family businesses in
China. In this study, we define family honor and guanxi as a mix of social
status, networks, and local reputation and identify four items to measure
it: the owning family’s reputation in the local community, social net
works, relationship with governments, and relationship with the
neighborhood. Guanxi is regarded as an indispensable component of
Chinese society. Previous scholars regard guanxi as a source of sustained
competitive advantage for family businesses in China (e.g., Dou & Li,
2013), because it helps businesses to cope with the uncertain external

4. Discussion and conclusion
The purpose of this study was to develop a family aspirations
construct that reflects the desired performance levels for family busi
nesses in a Chinese context and operationalize it for use in future family
business research. To operationalize the construct, we used semistructured interviews to identify the dimensions of Chinese family as
pirations and items to measure them, and focus groups to examine the
validity of the items developed in the interviews. Using factor analysis,
we identified six unique subscales, and confirmed the reliability,
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environment (Dinh & Calabrò, 2019). Thus, establishing and nurturing
good relationships with politicians, local communities, and industry
associations are an essential aspiration for Chinese business families.
Additionally, maintaining family reputation (e.g., face) in the local
community is another important item under the sub-scale of family
honor and guanxi, which confirms the role of “saving face” in Chinese
family businesses’ decision-making processes (Dinh & Calabro, 2019).

Confucian culture (Xiang, Lee, & Solmon, 1997). In addition to aca
demic performance, Chinese parents also emphasize the importance of
proper behavior and politeness (e.g., utmost respect for teachers and
being truthful). Chinese students are more likely to obey their teachers
out of respect (Jin & Cortazzi, 1998), and teachers represent the first
authority figures they encounter outside the family setting. Previous
studies of cultural differences in education demonstrate that Chinese
students are likely to report that learning to respect authority is an
important outcome of their education (Lewis, Romi, Qui, & Katz, 2005).
Prior studies also show that Chinese parents tend to engage in more
instructive conversations about moral standards, social norms, and
behavioral expectations than European parents do (e.g., Doan & Wang,
2010a, 2010b). Therefore, we suggest that most Chinese families have
aspirations that the younger generation will respect authority and
maintain orderly and positive relationships with others, which is
inherently different from the aspiration of Western business families.

4.1.4. Family health and longevity
Health is an important topic for both policy makers and academics
(e.g., Thoits, 2013), but it is overlooked in studies of family business
aspiration. Although organization scholars look at the influence of
leaders’ mental health (e.g., Barling & Cloutier, 2017) and the effect of
the death of CEOs or independent directors (Rivolta, 2018), family
business scholars have yet to consider the effect of a family’s health on
family aspirations. Our findings suggest that family health and longevity
is an important subset of Chinese family aspirations. In addition, we
believe that concerns about health and longevity are stronger in Chinese
society than in Western societies. For birthday celebrations in China, it is
common to eat long uncut noodles because noodles symbolize living a
long life, and the must-have dish is usually called longevity noodles. The
concept of longevity is also closely tied to the Confucian virtue of filial
piety. For example, when people greet their elderly relatives during
visits and holidays, the first and most common thing to say is to wish
them a long and healthy life. These small rituals demonstrate the
attention to and sometimes obsession with health and longevity in the
Chinese culture, which greatly influences family aspirations. Therefore,
family health and longevity represent a key aspiration of Chinese busi
ness families.

4.2. The distinction between aspirations of Chinese families-in-business
and SEW
Our findings indicate that the construct of aspirations of Chinese
families-in-business is different from the SEW framework developed in
the Western context in several ways. First, SEW is defined as the nonfinancial goals of the business that meet owning family’s affective
needs (Gomez-Mejia et al. 2007; Morgan & Gomez-Mejia, 2014), which
incorporates the influences of family business research framework.
Different from SEW, aspirations of Chinese families-in-business regards
family as an independent institution in itself (Basco, 2017) and treats
families-in-business as the key object of the study. As the most salient
stakeholder group, the owning-family has dominant power in shaping
family business goals and behaviors, we suggest that it is important to
explore aspirations at the family-group-level. Second, another key
distinction is that aspirations of Chinese business families incorporate
both financial and non-financial aspirations in its framework rather than
focusing on non-financial goals only suggested by SEW.
In addition, unlike the SEW framework developed in the Western
context, dimensions identified under the concept of aspirations of Chi
nese families-in-business are rooted in Confucian culture and China’s
unique institutional environment. For instance, although family har
mony was considered as an important non-financial aspiration in SEW,
Chinese families view family harmony as a top priority. We argue that
family harmony in the Chinese family context holds significantly more
weight and is a uniquely Chinese belief because "Harmony" is a key
characteristic as well as the core essence of Confucian cultures. There
fore, Chinese families-in-business tend to regard family harmony as a
foundational state of being for family dynamics that precedes everything
else. “Family honor and guanxi” is another key dimension of aspirations
of Chinese business families, it stems from the unique cultural and
institutional environment of China and differs from the SEW construct.
Moreover, due to the strong emphasis of education in Confucianism,
Chinese families have much higher aspirations for the next generation’s
educational achievements (Bodycott, 2009). SEW constructs only focus
on the next generation’s willingness to take over the family business
rather than the next generation’s individual education/career
development.
Furthermore, the SEW literature hasn’t paid attention to the effects
of family members’ physical/mental health considerations as important
reference points of family business owners’ decision making. Our study
identifies “family health and longevity” as another key dimension of
aspirations of Chinese families-in-business and argues that family health
is a key reference point for Chinese family business owners, especially
when dealing with potentially risky propositions. Because family obli
gations and the filial piety are unique in the contemporary Chinese so
ciety, Chinese children are expected to take full responsibility of their
elderly parents’ wellbeing.

4.1.5. Continuity of family line
Maintaining the family line is vital for a family firm’s long-term
development. Preserving family ties and values to perpetuate the fam
ily dynasty is considered an important component of SEW in previous
studies of family business (Berrone et al., 2012). However, unlike the
concept of family business continuity used in those studies, we consider
continuity of the family system and focus on the continuity of the family
surname. Filial piety is still considered a cornerstone of Confucian her
itage societies like China (Lum et al., 2016), and sons are preferred, as
they carry on the family name (Li & Cooney, 1993). There is a Chinese
saying that of all who lack filial piety, the worst offenders are those
without children, especially those without sons. In Taiwan, family
continuity is established through the male line, as only sons bear the
family name and can carry out funerary duties, including ritualized
ancestor worship (Lee, Parish, & Willis, 1994). The preference for male
offspring in some Asian countries such as China, India, South Korea, and
Vietnam (Bélanger, 2002) may influence family aspirations in these
countries. In an Asian context such as China, families emphasize the
importance of the men in their family, and women’s roles are comple
mentary to men’s (Nussbaum & Glover, 1995). However, in Western
countries, families may not have nearly as strong preferences for sons.
Therefore, continuity of the family line is a particularly important
dimension of family aspirations in a Chinese context.
4.1.6. Great ambitions for the younger generation
A family’s expectations for the younger generation is a central
dimension of Chinese families’ aspirations. Wisdom (Zhi), or the
acquisition of knowledge, is a core virtue of Confucianism, and its
continuing importance is seen in Chinese families’ aspirations for the
education of their children. Studies demonstrate that Chinese parents
have much higher expectations of their children’s academic perfor
mance than American parents do (Luo et al., 2013; Pearson & Rao,
2003). Chinese parents also make greater investments in their children’s
human capital (Bodycott, 2009) than parents in Western countries do.
There is a greater emphasis on the importance of education, interper
sonal harmony, modesty, efficacy of effort, and cooperation in Chinese
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F. Lu et al.

Journal of Family Business Strategy 12 (2021) 100441

4.3. Theoretical and practical implications

4.4. Limitations and future research

Our study makes several theoretical contributions. First, we integrate
both financial and nonfinancial aspirations into the construct of Chinese
family aspirations, which considers new aspirations and extends our
understanding of the determinants of aspirations of family business
(Shinkle, 2012). The behavioral theory is regarded as a milestone in
management research because it integrates the assumptions of economic
theory into a stylized behavioral model (Cyert & March, 1963; Greve &
Teh, 2018). Current research on business aspirations focuses on a small
number of economic goals and outcomes, even though all organizations
have multiple goals (Chua et al., 2018). Unlike the behavioral literature,
which focuses on the measurement of financial aspirations at the orga
nizational level such as performance feedback models (Shinkle, 2012),
our study emphasizes the importance of both financial and nonfinancial
aspirations for family businesses (e.g., Gomez-Mejia et al., 2018; Kotlar
et al., 2018). The behavioral theory literature focuses on the individuals
who make the decisions about which aspirations are important (Shinkle,
2012). Our scale for measuring Chinese family aspirations focuses on the
owning family, which eliminates cross-level fallacies and paves the way
for a unified level of analysis in future studies (e.g., Rousseau, 1985).
Our study also provides a precise measurement of financial aspirations
by exploring decision makers’ cognitive perceptions of their firms’
financial objectives (Holmes et al., 2011; Shinkle, 2012).
Although SEW identifies the need to consider the effect of noneconomic goals on family firms’ behavior, the lack of a valid instru
ment for measuring a family’s nonfinancial goals limits its practical
implications (Chua et al., 2018). Unlike Berrone et al. (2012), who
emphasize business-oriented family goals, we suggest that
family-oriented aspirations are a powerful influence on family business
goal formation (Chrisman, Chua, & Steier, 2005). As an owning family
shapes a family business’s aspirations (Lee & Rogoff, 1996), we
emphasize the importance of studying aspirations as part of the family
system rather than the business system. Furthermore, unlike previous
studies that have treated SEW as an unidimensional construct (e.g.,
Kavadis & Castañer, 2015), our study identifies five types of
family-centered nonfinancial aspirations (e.g., family harmony, family
honor and guanxi, family health and longevity, continuity of family line,
and ambitions for the next generation). This indicates that family de
cisions have many reference points and helps to disentangle the intricate
relationships between financial and non-financial aspirations (Varda
man & Gondo, 2014).
We also contribute to the family business literature by providing a
robust theoretical framework for explaining the cross-cultural hetero
geneity in family aspirations. In addition, our scale offers an opportunity
for researchers to assess within-culture heterogeneity in family aspira
tions. Although samples of family business from different ethnic groups
have expressed different aspirations (e.g., Corbetta & Montemerlo,
1999), most studies of family businesses do not pay attention to this
heterogeneity (Dinh & Calabrò, 2019; Sharma & Chua, 2013). Our re
sults suggest that Chinese family aspirations are shaped by specific
Confucian values and institutions (Dinh & Calabrò, 2019). For instance,
our results show that Chinese families regard family harmony as the
most important aspiration, and make it a priority, which reflects
Confucian virtues (Rén - Yì - L˘ı- Zhì- Xìn) (Yan & Sorenson, 2006).
Chinese families are also more likely to seek to retain local reputation,
honor, and prestige, and to foster strong guanxi due to the specific
cultural and institutional environment. In addition, Chinese families
may have greater ambitions for the younger generations’ academic
performance and rule-abiding behavior (e.g., Luo et al., 2013), which is
largely ignored in the current family business literature. Therefore, our
study demonstrates that owning families’ distinctive values are shaped
by their different contexts (Cennamo et al., 2012; Kotlar et al., 2018;
Williams et al., 2018). We also add to the literature that explores cultural
influences on family business goal formation processes (Basco, 2017).

This study, however, is not without limitations. First, all of the data
were gathered from the respondents at one time, making it impossible to
capture changes in family aspirations. Behavioral theorists find that
organizations adjust their aspirations according to feedback from past
performance (Cyert & March, 1963), which suggests that aspiration
levels are not stable. Family dynamics also affect the non-financial goals
of a family business (Cabrera-Suárez et al., 2014). For example, a fam
ily’s great ambitions for the younger generation may change over time
or shift with changes in the internal and external conditions. Therefore,
future studies should use longitudinal or time-lagged approaches to
examine the stability of Chinese families’ aspirations. In addition, we
only investigate the differences between the first and second genera
tion’s aspirations in one focus group. We encourage future studies to
conduct further tests with a more inclusive dataset that includes mul
tiple generations.
Second, although our scale indicates adequate reliability and val
idity, several areas can be enhanced. We recognize that our sample size
is small, and we suggest that future studies evaluate the current scale
using a larger and more comprehensive sample. To address the potential
influence of cross-regional issues in the theoretical construct, future
studies should test our construct in all regions of China to evaluate the
accuracy and applicability of our findings. Although our sample includes
family business owners in several major cities in mainland China, the
generalizability of our results requires further examination in other
Confucian cultural contexts, such as Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Southeast
Asian countries (Pellegrini & Scandura, 2008).
Third, due to our relatively small sample size and the large number of
items in the scale, our RMSEA (0.08) in the CFA model is at the cut-off
suggested by Fabrigar et al. (1999). Due to the difficulties in collecting
data from CEOs, we only obtained completed responses from 201 family
business owners. Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, and Tatham (1998)
report that “an empirical examination of several measures found that the
RMSEA was best suited to use in a confirmatory or competing models
strategy with larger samples” (p. 656). We suggest that future studies use
a larger sample to test the validity and reliability of our scale.
We also provide several suggestions for future research based on the
scale developed in this study. We speculate that the six dimensions of
Chinese family aspirations, which represent both financial and nonfi
nancial goals, may—in keeping with recent works on behavioral theory
(Cyert & March, 1963; Greve, 2008; Shinkle, 2012)—be more helpful for
understanding strategic change and acceptance of risk-taking in family
businesses than the previous financial performance aspiration model is.
We offer the following framework for future research (see Fig. 2). First,
according to behavioral theory, financial aspirations are associated with
specific strategic changes such as R&D and innovation, internationali
zation, strategic alliance, acquisition behavior, corruption, and exit
behavior (Shinkle, 2012). Following the same logic, we suggest that
future studies should focus on the effects of Chinese family financial
aspirations on firms’ strategic change behaviors.
Additionally, researchers discuss the relationship between an in
dividual’s health status and behavior. For example, there are studies of
the effects on businesses of mental health and risk taking (e.g., Payton

Fig. 2. Research framework of Chinese family aspiration.
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et al., 2000), interpersonal stress and job performance (Babin & Boles,
1996), and physical health and goal setting (Street, O’Connor, & Rob
inson, 2007). Payton et al. (2000) argue that people who suffer from
poorer physical health are more prone to depression because their
perceived capability to achieve their goals is negatively impacted. Given
the significant influence of health issues on personal behavior and per
formance, it is rational to assume that there is a strong relationship
between family health and a family firm’s strategic decisions, because
the family and the business are tightly intertwined. Evidence suggests
that the death of a senior executive has a significant impact on a firm’s
stock price (e.g., Salas, 2010), and we believe that this effect may be
stronger in Chinese family firms. Future studies could test the influence
of a family’s health and longevity status on the family firm’s perfor
mance and goal setting behavior, including financial performance and
succession planning.
Previous studies demonstrate that a family firm’s reputational con
cerns lead to increased CSR activities, because reputation affects not
only a firm’s performance but also the family’s name (Nekhili, Nagati,
Chtioui, & Rebolledo, 2017). In line with the behavioral theory (Cyert &
March, 1963), one hypothesis is that family firms are more likely to
engage in activities that improve the image and reputation of the family
name (Deephouse & Jaskiewicz, 2013) when the owning family is not
satisfied with the perception of the family’s honor. In other words, firms
are expected to engage in new strategies or increase performance if
performance is judged to be below the aspiration level (Argote & Greve,
2007; Cyert & March, 1963). Future studies can adapt the measurement
developed in the current paper to examine social status and reputation
among family owners and better understand their pursuit of certain
activities.
Furthermore, we suggest that continuity of the family line is as a
fundamental factor in family business continuity and succession de
cisions, and thus deserves more academic attention. In Japan, the
practice of adopting adult children is used to achieve family business
continuity when there are limited human resources within the family or
concerns about competitiveness (Mehrotra, Morck, Shim, & Wiwatta
nakantang, 2013). Although it is still common practice in many coun
tries to select the firstborn son as the family business successor (Calabrò,

Minichilli, Amore, & Brogi, 2018), there have been more cases of female
heirs taking over family businesses in recent years (Otten, 2012). It may
be fruitful to build upon the current study and explore the relationship
between the continuity of the family line and succession decision
making.
4.5. Conclusion
The newly developed six-dimensions scale is an accurate and effec
tive measurement of aspirations of families-in-business in the Chinese
context. It provides a holistic way to tackle the research gap in assessing
both financial and non-financial aspirations on the family-group-level.
Distinct from the constructs of family-centered non-financial goals
such as SEW in the Western context, aspirations of families-in-business
emphasize the significant role of Confucian culture and unique Chi
nese institutional environment in shaping a family’s aspirations. It is a
useful measurement instrument to inspire future goal-related family
business empirical research and it enhances the understanding of goals
in different cultures. Our findings can shed light on future research of
Chinese family business owners on how they set business goals and make
decisions in complex situations that fulfill needs of various family
aspirations.
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Appendix A. Chinese family aspiration dimensions and their measures
Family harmony (7-point Likert scale; 1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree)
fh1
fh2
fh3
fh4
fh5

My
My
My
My
My

family enjoys spending time together. 我的家人喜欢聚在一起
family members talk openly with each other. 我的家人之间互相畅所欲言
family solves problems together. 我的家人会一起解决问题
family members support each other to accomplish goals. 我的家人互相支持, 帮助彼此完成目标
family members show that they love and care for each other. 我的家人彼此相爱和关心对方

Family financial wealth (7-point Likert scale; 1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree)
fw1
My family finances are adequate to support family members to develop their own career. 我家的财富能支持家庭成员去追求自己的事业
fw2
My family finances are adequate to afford a good education for family members. 我家的财富能支持家庭成员接受良好的教育
fw3
My family finances are adequate for family members to receive great medical care. 我家的财富能支持家庭成员接受良好的医疗保障
fw4
My family finances are adequate to provide a comfortable life for family members. 我家的财富使得家庭成员都过上了舒适的生活
Family health and longevity (7-point Likert scale; 1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree)
hl1
My family members are all in good physical health. 我的家人身体很健康
hl2
My family members are all in good mental health. 我的家人心理很健康
hl3
My family members stay in a joyful mood. 我的家人心情愉悦
hl4
My family members have long life 我的家人比较长寿
Continuity of family line (7-point Likert scale; 1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree)
fl1
The majority of my family members are males. 我的家庭成员大多数是男性
fl2
My family has a great number of siblings in most of the generations. 我家兄弟姐妹的数量比较多
fl3
My children have married at the proper age. 我的子女已经在适当的年龄结婚
fl4
My children have their own children at the proper age. 我的子女已在最佳生育年龄生小孩
Family honor and guanxi (7-point Likert scale; 1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree)
hg1
My family has a good reputation in local communities. 我家在当地社区有很好的声誉
(continued on next page)
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(continued )
Family harmony (7-point Likert scale; 1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree)
hg2
hg3
hg4

My family has built a strong social network. 我家有较强的社会关系网络
My family maintains a good relationship with the government. 我家有较好的政府关系
My family has a good relationship with the neighborhood. 我家与街坊邻里的关系比较好

Great ambitions for the younger generation (7-point Likert scale; 1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree)
yg1
My family’s younger generation all study in prestigious schools. 我家的小辈都在名校学习
yg2
My family’s younger generation’ s grades (or transcripts) are always better than their peers. 我家的小辈的成绩总比同龄人好
yg3
My family’s younger generation have made great progress in their studies. 我家的小辈在学习上总有很大的进步
yg4
My family’s younger generation respect authorities and follow the rules. 我家的小辈懂得尊重长辈(如父母、老师)和守规矩
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